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Elena Cattaneo, PhDUniversity of Milan, Italy

I am probably lucky that I was too concentrated on creating a space in a public university in Italy to pay attention to disparities in opportunities for men and women. There was no place for gender disparity in the difficult study of Huntington's disease.

But all studies indicate that there are differences, and they come with different and sometimes horrible flavors. They need to be monitored, spelled out, and discussed. Many male scientists are well aware of these situations and can provide a critical evaluation of missed opportunities for women.

I sometimes find myself being the only female scientist in a room or noticing the lack of female colleagues at a podium during a debate. Nowadays, many people notice those things, which is a good sign. In Italy, there are more women than men in labs, but advancing is difficult for everyone because there are no organized plans for research and no understanding of how inspiring science can be.

There is no research project, goal, or path that a woman cannot pursue simply because she is a woman. A woman can be a scientist, a professor, a director of a research institute, or a talented technician. She can be a science advisor or a science manager or work in industry. Along with a career, it is possible to grow a family, have kids, and travel the world.

In my view, the important thing is not to allow your life to be set by standards or dictated by clichés, but rather to make responsible decisions along the way. It's also important to have family complicity, especially at the beginning. Joking, but not too much, I always suggest that young female researchers choose an accomplice husband. The first gender differences may be born there. This too is a dimension of how to construct life for a woman-in-science, and to feed it with satisfaction, curiosity, passion, and diligence.Connie J Eaves, PhDTerry Fox Laboratory, British Columbia Cancer Agency & University of British Columbia, Canada

The pursuit of a science career is extremely competitive and challenging; it requires not only talent, training, and practice, but also an extraordinary passion and commitment to the endeavor.

Women and men bring different needs and constraints to any career, but the differences are particularly apparent in science, where interruptions or set-backs can be difficult. There remains a predominance of males, and male attributes and instincts, at the senior levels. That is changing, however, and opportunities for women in the Western world are expanding rapidly. I remain concerned about some other areas of the world where that is not the case.

In the 1960s, times were harder for women in science; I was admitted to a premed program with an accepted male-female ratio of 10:1. Fortunately, I had very progressive mentors and never felt really compromised. As a postdoctoral fellow at the Ontario Cancer Institute in 1970, I was the first postgraduate trainee to last for more than a few weeks. Three years later, at my oral review for a PI scholarship, I was surprised to be asked how I could hope to run a research program with two small children at home. They may have been equally as surprised at my shock that this would be an issue. I got the scholarship.

For young women pursuing careers in stem cell science, it's important to determine what you want and to anticipate what you will have to give up. Much can be made of almost any situation, especially if you align yourself with mentors you admire and empathetic, like-minded colleagues and trainees who believe in your goals and will help you grow and share the incredible fun of scientific discovery.

[Dr. Eaves shares insights about her career in this video interview](https://youtu.be/dpYrfPVVKQU){#intref0015}.Elaine Fuchs, PhDThe Rockefeller University, US

The status of women in science has changed dramatically during my career. In my undergraduate physics classes, only 3 out of 200 students were women. My PhD advisor didn't think women belonged in science. In an odd way, I've been grateful for these experiences and took them as inspirations to do better.

Upon graduation, my advisor suggested that if I faced a two-body problem in a job search, he hoped I would follow my man. I vowed not to be faced with that choice. Additional advice about how to be taken seriously as a woman in a man's world of science set my determination to be accepted on my own terms. I balanced my passion for science with travel to far edges of the world, symphony, motorcycle trips in New Hampshire, and dancing.

Until I became a tenured associate professor, I internalized the gender inequalities I faced, placing them in a positive light and never challenging them. That is, until the day I discovered my salary was lower than that of starting assistant professors in my department. While everyone agreed that I was underpaid, the excuses that followed were quite remarkable. I finally threatened to leave, and only then was my salary raised. Since that time, I've stood up for my own rights and those similarly wronged.

As an academic lab head, my goal is to bring out the best I can in myself and my students and postdocs. I assemble and mentor a terrific research team of bright, smart people with a passion for science. Diversity in gender, ethnic, social, international, and research backgrounds and experiences is essential.

There is a silver lining that comes from the struggles that we face; what's important is how we cope with them and improve from these experiences.Edith Heard, PhDCollege de France and Institut Curie, France

My generation was probably one of the first for which gender has not really been an issue. Considering the positions women held less than a century ago, I realize how lucky I am; I'm particularly lucky to be a female scientist.

I attended an all-girls school in London where my teachers were mostly strong-headed women who encouraged me to do science because I was good at it. I met some truly inspiring stem cell scientists throughout my university and PhD programs, including powerful and talented women.

My biggest stroke of luck was meeting my partner, a fervent supporter of women who equally shares our responsibilities of home life and children. We moved to France for our post docs, a very family and female-friendly country, and I soon realized that having kids and a full-time research career was possible if you have supportive home and work environments.

In the 1990s, there were many great women to inspire me, and it seemed quite natural to be a female scientist in the epigenetics and stem cell field. It was only after I became a PI that I started to notice the lack of women in committees, meetings, and boards.

I have come across my share of sexist comments and attitudes; however, my immediate reaction is always one of surprise and then indignation. I consider it my duty to protect and encourage young women, as I was protected and encouraged.

I believe that education is the only way to change attitudes. By raising awareness and speaking out, we can bring up the next generation with healthy attitudes toward gender and equality. Next year, I will become the first female director general of EMBL. I want to use this as a platform to stimulate discourse and initiatives to address the gender imbalance that persists among senior scientists.Brigid Hogan, PhDDuke University School of Medicine, USA

I have long been fascinated by embryos and how organs and tissues with complex shapes, patterns, and architecture arise from simple beginnings. Fortunately, women scientists have been very prominent and successful in development and stem cell research, and my early career coincided with the rise of several women leaders, many of whom have become personal friends.

Moving up the career ladder in the male-dominated research institutes and universities of the UK was difficult for me. I vividly remember organizing a "Molecular Embryology of the Mouse" course as a young group leader at the National Institute of Medical Research, along with two male colleagues. As it turned out, I did most of the manual work: mating the mice, changing cages, and hauling them from the basement to the top floor. The animal care staff didn't help, and the male organizers spent their time discussing science with the students. At the end of the course I was summoned to the Director's office. Thinking I'd be thanked for bringing recognition and new technologies to the institute, I was surprised to find instead that I was criticized as being a "difficult woman" based on a trivial request I'd made to maintenance. I didn't defend myself; instead, I cried.

From that experience, I learned not to be sidelined into a "support" role as a woman: speak up, and don't be taken for granted.

In part, that experience led me to move to the USA, which was a risk, but ended up being the best thing I ever did for my career. I learned that taking a big risk can be stimulating and rewarding, both scientifically and personally. When possible, it's important to push the envelope in research, ask difficult questions, challenge the status quo, and move outside your comfort zone.Jane Lebkowski, PhDRegenerative Patch Technologies, USA

I have been fortunate to work in organizations and for mentors who proactively support women and their career advancement. In addition, I was able to progress quickly because I didn't wait for permission to do important work, I just moved ahead, filling gaps where I saw there were needs. I encourage women to find a way to make your projects and ambitions happen: if you see a need, step up, persevere, and accomplish the goal. Don't wait for someone to tell you to do it. Volunteer and be aggressive in getting it done.

While I haven't experienced gender bias, I have received negative treatment because I am overweight. On numerous occasions, colleagues have told me it would be good for my career if I would lose some weight (perhaps this was gender bias, as most of these comments came from men). These comments made me more determined than ever to have a good career and do important work. I attribute my determination and independence to my parents, who believed women can achieve whatever goals they set and helped me to understand that hard work is a critical component to advancement.

For young women interested in a stem cell science career, I suggest you be open minded. Examine and embrace multiple opportunities and take advantage of opportunities to get broad experience. There are interesting challenges in every task and project. Use your creativity and ingenuity to solve problems and accomplish goals. Treat everyone with respect. Be introspective and look for ways to determine how you can improve and be more productive. Collaborate and share information with colleagues, and don't create walls. You can be a success if you're part of the solution, not the problem.

[Dr. Lebkowski shares additional thoughts in this video interview](https://youtu.be/nh04xzxsLJ0){#intref0020}.Melissa Little, PhDMurdoch Children's Research Institute, Melbourne, Australia

One obvious difference between women and men in science is that men have a much higher level of self-confidence than women, even when their skills are equal. Women often hesitate to step into senior roles and assume they aren't prepared, even when they are. They don't fight for visibility as much as men.

A lot of subconscious bias remains in science. If I'm with my husband at an event, it's often assumed that he is the professor and I'm accompanying him. The inferred responsibility to be the primary caregiver is also imparted on women. I continue to be judged harshly by other women for returning to work so quickly after having children, and from men for returning to work at all.

I usually select more women than men in the lab, but that reflects the demography of early career researchers in Australia. The numbers flip within 10 years of graduation, when women choose to leave and start a family or move to become part-time research assistants.

There is a long culture in my lab of supporting the choice to have a family. Over the last 20 years, staff and students passing through my lab have collectively had more than 40 children, including my own. One great asset of a science career is personal time flexibility; responsibilities can be juggled between home and the lab, and between partners outside of a 9-to-5 routine.

My most important advice to young women pursuing a stem cell science career is to enjoy it. It should be exciting and fascinating and something that gets you out of bed each day. You can live your life around a terrific career, and if you have children, they will be happy with their lives if you are. It rubs off. Choose a partner who supports your career, don't expect it to be easy, and be brave.

[Learn more about Melissa Little's career in this video interview](https://youtu.be/4WKcJoQKkTg){#intref0025}.Graziella Pellegrini, PhDUniversity of Modena and Reggio Emilia, Italy

I was very lucky to have parents who supported my scientific interests. Throughout my career, I never thought much about the fact that I was a girl and then a woman in science. I also didn't think I needed to "act like a man" in this field. Later, when I became a wife and a mother, I realized a whole new set of expectations from those around me; however, I also experienced an impressive power that gave me additional motivations in my career. Along the way I was sharing my professional experiences with my daughters, who learned to pursue their own passions.

I've found that having a long-term vision for yourself and your career is important, as is thinking big and staying committed to what you love to do. If you don't believe in yourself, who will?

Gender inequality does exist in our field, and it must be recognized and denounced. I've had the frustrating experience of making a point in a meeting that was completely unnoticed until a man made the same point 5 minutes later, and those in the room (including women!) responded with "What a good point he made!" All work requires some problem solving, and overcoming existing discrimination requires us to speak up and send messages that it's not okay.

Gender balance is a pivotal issue from a recruiting standpoint. In day-to-day lab activity and up the career ladder to service on boards of directors, men are often "testosterone driven," competing between one another and being concise. Females tend to be competitive in different ways, and often more analytical. I think a mixed environment with men and women at all levels mitigates these excesses and is key to increasing productivity, promoting diversity and inclusion, and fostering a multifaceted approach to the challenges of science.Sally Temple, PhDNeural Stem Cell Institute, USA

I was fortunate to be mentored during the formative years of my career by researchers who supported women in science, first as an undergraduate at Cambridge University and later as a graduate student with Martin Raff at University College London. I did learn about mentors who discriminated against women, however, and about senior women scientists who had been effectively forced to make the impossible choice between having a career and having a family. I vowed that injustice would not happen to me.

My understanding of the significant gender gap in achieving life goals, career advancement, hiring, and pay in science was reinforced by the courageous exposé and pioneering data gathering of another of Martin's trainees, Ben Barres. As a transgender scientist, he spoke with experience and authority. His lecture, "[Some Reflections on the Dearth of Women in Science](https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q5La-ZPjJdM){#intref0030}," is a must-see for all scientists. It confronts pervasive prejudices against women that emanate from the highest echelons and discriminations that effectively create and perpetuate bias.

Widespread recognition and changes in policy and enforcement are needed to move forward the training, hiring, and funding of women, increase lecture invitations to and collaboration with women, and the acknowledgment of women's work and successes. Jeff Stern and I founded the Neural Stem Cell Institute in 2007 and established policies to support advancement, diversity, creativity, determination, hard work, courage, communication, and thirst for knowledge. The talents that create great science do not lie with gender, class, or nationality and they flourish best when both work and family life are respected.

In science, we take pride that we are organizationally peer-driven; the solution to gender-based prejudice is in our hands, and we all have an obligation to act. From undergraduate to emeritus, in academia, industry, and the clinic, women and men all have opportunities to redress these issues so that science becomes, as it should be, an exciting, unfettered exploration of our world.

[Sally Temple shares additional insights about her career and experience in this video interview](https://youtu.be/l1-Ya1X4Pyg){#intref0035}.
